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Abstract: Online consumer product reviews, an important form of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), have attracted
widespread attention from researchers. The reviews provide potential buyers with product comments and evaluations from a
user’s perspective. This paper examines how the sequence of negative reviews, the quantity of online feedback text and the
quality of online comments affect consumer purchase intention. The experiments results suggest that the quantity and quality
of online consumer product reviews have a positive effect on consumer purchase intention. However, consumers show a
negativity bias for products when negative consumer reviews concentrate in the front.
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1.

INTRODUCTION
Since the development of the homepage on the Internet in the early 1990s, an increasing number of

companies have started or trying to start their electronic business. A close customer relationship can be formed,
and much of the operating overhead including time and money can be saved via Internet. Recently, the Internet
is used as a new marketing channel to present recommendations from previous consumers

[1]

(T. R. Lee, and J.

M. Li, 2006).
Word-of-mouth communications have been recognized as one of the most influential resources of
information transmission. WOM communication (WOM) allows consumers to share information and opinions
that accept or leave from specific products, brands, and services

[2]

(D. I., Hawkins, R., Best, and K. A. Coney,

2004). WOM communications lead to larger product sales, which in turn generate more WOM and then more
product sales

[3]

(D. Godes, and D. Mayzlin, 2004).

Researchers also argue that conventional WOM communications are only effective within limited social
contact boundaries. However, eWOMs have transcended the traditional limitations of WOM. Electronic
word-of-mouth (eWOM) communication refers to any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual,
or former customers about a product or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and
institutions via the Internet[4] (Mohammad Reza Jalilvand, Sharif Shekarchizadeh Esfahani, Neda Samiei, 2010).
Our investigation used three online consumer review’s variables, namely quantity, quality and the sequence
of negative consumer review to investigate how online consumer reviews affect consumer behavior.
The paper focused on the following:
(1) How can online consumer reviews affect consumer purchase intention and product perception?
(2) How to avoid the biases caused by the online consumer reviews?
*
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Literature Review and Hypothesis Generation

2.1 eWOM and online consumer reviews
2.1.1 eWOM
Today, most of companies have been transacting their electronic business or trying to start it. Although
e-commerce has become increasingly more popular, shopping online is still more risky than shopping in a brick
and mortar shop. Online markets are noisy environments and there are many ways for things to go wrong (Utz et
al. 2009) [5]. However, the Internet has enabled new forms of communication platforms that further empower
both providers and consumers, allowing a vehicle for the sharing of information and opinions both from
Business to Consumer, and from Consumer to Consumer.
Researchers proposed that eWOMs impact more widely than WOMs. Conventional WOM communications
are only effective within limited social contact boundaries. However, eWOMs have transcended the traditional
limitations of WOM, and reach far through the internet.
2.1.2 Online consumer reviews
Online consumer reviews, the most important type of eWOM, involves positive or negative statements
made by consumers about a product for sale in internet shopping malls. In contrast to the information supplied
by sellers, online consumer reviews are provided from a consumer perspective. For potential consumers, they
are more believable.
Many consumers search on the Internet before they make purchases, and they do not only search for
product information provided by the producer or vendor, but also for reviews written by other consumers[6]
(Sonja Utz, Peter Kerkhof, Joost van den Bos, 2011).
2.2 Effect of online consumer reviews
There is ample evidence that online consumer reviews has a great impact on product choices. Researchers
contrasted the effects of expert recommendations and customer recommendations and found that customer
recommendations had more influence[7] (Huang and Chen, 2006). Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) have been
demonstrated that positive consumer reviews increase sales whereas negative reviews decrease sales[8]. However,
Berger (2010) argues that negative reviews can also increase sales, mainly because reviewed products have a
greater chance to end up in the consumers’ consideration sets than products that have not even been reviewed[9].
A large number of researches used conformity effect to explain the persuasion impact of online consumer
reviews. Conformity is the act of matching attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors to what individuals perceive as
normal to their society or social group. People often conform from a desire for security within a
group—typically a group of a similar age, culture, religion, or educational status. Unwillingness to conform
carries the risk of social rejection. Current consumer research defines conformity as a change in the product
evaluations, purchase intentions, or purchase behavior of consumers as a result of exposure to the evaluations or
purchase behavior of referents[10].
2.3 Perceived biases
Social psychologists have long held that human’s perceived biases are prevalent. The major reason for that
is information overload and limited human’s mental capability of processing the overloaded information.
Therefore, the decision making process are simplified to increase the efficiency. As a result, perceived biases
will inevitably occur. In the area of consumer behavior, consumer’s perceived biases are widely used in
advertising campaign and promotion activities for influencing their purchase decision. In this paper, we try to
explore the consumer’s perceived biases through online review’s quantity, quality and the sequence of negative
reviews.
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2.3.1 The quality of online consumer reviews
Online consumer reviews have many different formats, from subjective emotional message to
attribute-specific factual descriptions. Many studies show that rational and objective messages are more
effective than emotional, subjective and weak ones[11] [12].
Previous studies also find high-quality reviews are more persuasive than low-quality reviews ( Jumin Lee ,
Do-Hyung Park , Ingoo Han, 2008 ）. The quality of online consumer review content are usually reviewed in
terms of relevance, reliability, understandability, and sufficiency[13]( R.E. Petty, J.T. Cacioppo,1984; V.
McKinney, K. Yoon, F. Zahedi, 2002 ).
Therefore, we suggest that high-quality online consumer reviews are more effective than low-quality online
consumer reviews.
H1: The quality of online consumer reviews positively affects consumer purchase intention and product
perception.
2.3.2 The quantity of online consumer reviews
Numerous consumers make decisions on the basis of other people’s choices. The reason is a large number
of people making the same choice minimize the perceived risk of regret after the purchase. Massive online
consumer reviews indicates that a large number of consumers have selected and experienced particular product.
According to conformity theory, group size was a factor that enhanced normative pressure. That means the
number of online comments can affect the level of conformity. In the context of online consumer reviews,
consumers regard online reviewers as a reference group. While the number of positive reviews increases, the
size of the reference group recommending a product increases.
Therefore, we predict consumer purchase intention becomes stronger and product perception is more positive
as the quantity of online consumer reviews increases and propose the following hypothesis.
H2: The quantity of online consumer reviews positively affects consumer purchase intention and product
perception.
2.3.3 The sequence of negative consumer reviews
In recent years, many researchers have studied how online consumer reviews influence potential customer’
purchase decision. However, most studies focus on the usage of positive eWOM communications，and few
scholars investigate how the sequence of negative consumer reviews affects consumer purchase decision.
Many researchers believe that negative information is more informative or diagnostic for decision making
than favorable comments. Some scholars used prospect theory to explain the importance of negative consumer
reviews. According to prospect theory, one experience of loss appears to be greater than the pleasure associated
with gaining an amount equivalent to that which was lost because the value function is steeper for losses than
for gains[14]. When the decision-making process is focused on the content of the message, such as the quality of
information, negative framing is more effective than positive framing [15].
The sequence of negative consumer reviews is considered in the investigation, and we suggest that
consumers show a negativity bias for products when negative consumer reviews concentrate in the front.

H3: Placing negative reviews before positive ones negatively affects consumer purchase intention and
product perception.
3.

EXPERIMENT

Our investigation used three online consumer review’s variables, namely quality, quantity and the
sequence of negative consumer reviews to examine how online consumer reviews bias consumers’
perceptions. An experiment is conducted to test proposed hypotheses. The quality and quantity of online
consumer reviews are expected to positively influence consumer purchase intention and product perception.
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The concentration of negative online consumer reviews was expected to distort potential customers.
3.1 Design and subjects
Based on previous studies, we establish a conceptual model as the following.

The quality of online
consumer reviews
Purchase Intention

The quantity of online
consumer reviews

Product Perception
The sequence of negative
consumer reviews

Figure 1.

Conceptual model

Some special explanations for our study are proposed.
First, the research subjects are 120 college students. They are broken into two randomly assigned groups.
Only those who have previous online shopping experience are chosen for this experiment. The reasons why we
choose student subjects as survey sample is typically considered more applicable to online consumers,
college-age consumers are a major target market for e-tailors; the task presented to the subjects is specifically
designed for a student population. Thus, the use of student subjects does not present a significant threat to
external validity.
Second, notebook computer was chosen for the experimental product. This is because the notebook
computer is generally function-oriented and homogeneous product so that consumers’ personal preference can
be minimized. To student subjects, the product is comparatively familiar and they are usually highly-involved in
it when they decided to buy one.
Third, all the online reviews presented in this experiment are duplicated from real consumer feedback text
in a market-leading e-tailors.
3.2 Variables
In this experiment, the quality and quantity of online consumer reviews, and the sequence of negative
consumer reviews were independent variables. We defined them as follows:
Table 1.
Variables

Operational definition of variables
Definition

Relevance, reliability, understandability, and sufficiency of online consumer reviews
The quality of online consumer reviews
content; in terms of the word counts of online consumer reviews.
The number of online consumer reviews for a particular product or service with the
The quantity of online consumer reviews
same proportion of both the positive and negative feedbacks.
The sequence of negative consumer reviews

Negative consumer reviews with a natural sequence or concentrating in the front.
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3.3 Experimental procedures
3.3.1 Independent variables
The independent variables are focused upon the features of online customer reviews - namely quality,
quantity and the sequence of negative consumer reviews. In our experiment, group A is conducted to test quality,
group B is proposed to test quantity, and group C is for the sequence of negative consumer reviews.
Table 2.
Group A:
the quality of
online
consumer
reviews

Group

Number of
low-quality reviews

Average number of
characters

A1：
experimental group

15

0

79

A2：
control group

0

15

15

Table 3.
Group B:
the quantity of
online
consumer
reviews

The experiment of Group B
Number of
negative reviews

Average number of
characters

B1：
experimental group

15

5

79

B2：
control group

3

Group
C1：
experimental group
C2：
control group

Description
Both are
positive
reviews

Number of
positive reviews

Group

Table 4.
Group C:
the sequence
of negative
reviews

The experiment of Group A

Number of
high-quality reviews

1

Description
Both are
high-quality
reviews

85

The experiment of Group C

Number of
positive reviews

Number of
negative reviews

Sequence of
Negative reviews

15

5

Natural sequence

5

Concentrate
in the front

15

Description
Both are
high-quality
reviews

3.3.2 Dependent variables
Purchase Intention. Purchase intention was measured on one five-point Likert scale. The measurement
ranged from 1, representing strongly unlikely, to 5, strongly likely. The corresponding question was “Can the
online consumer reviews help to increase your purchase intention?”.
Product Perception. Product Perception was also measured on one five-point Likert scale. The
corresponding question was “Will you tend to buy the product when you read though the available online
consumer reviews?”.
4.

RESULTS

4.1 ANOVA analysis
4.1.1 The quality of online consumer reviews
Table 5.

ANOVA test results

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Between Groups

10.513

1

10.513

9.537

.003

Within Groups

85.975

78

1.102

Total

96.488

79

A

Between Groups

5.000

1

5.000

10.013

.002

Product
Perception

Within Groups

38.950

78

.499

Total

43.950

79

A
Purchase
Intention
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Table 5 presents the variance analysis results of the quality of online consumer reviews towards consumer
purchase intention and product perception.
The results show that there are significant differences between experimental group and control group
(Sig=0.003<0.05; Sig=0.002<0.05). This suggests that subjects with high-quality online consumer reviews have
stronger purchase intention and more favorable evaluation than those with low-quality online consumer reviews.
This means H1 should be accepted.
4.1.2 The quantity of online consumer reviews
Table 6.
B
Purchase
Intention
B
Product
Perception

ANOVA test results

Sum of Squares
16.200
63.350
79.550
.450
37.100
37.550

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

df
1
78
79
1
78
79

Mean Square
16.200
.812

F
19.946

Sig.
.000

.450
.476

.946

.334

The result in Table 6 presents that the quantity of online consumer reviews has a significant effect on
purchase intention（Sig=0.000<0.05）, and has no significant effect on product perception（Sig=0.334>0.05）.
Thus, there is no difference between the product perception in a large quantity and in a small quantity. This
means H2 can not be totally accepted.
4.1.3 The sequence of negative consumer reviews
Table 7.
C
Purchase
Intention
C
Product
Perception

ANOVA test results

Sum of Squares
19.013
66.975
85.988
12.012
61.375
73.388

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

df
1
78
79
1
78
79

Mean Square
19.013
.859

F
22.142

Sig.
.000

12.012
.787

15.266

.000

Results in Table 7 indicates that the sequence of negative consumer reviews has a significant effect on both
purchase intention and product perception（P<0.001）.
4.2 Summary of results
Table 8.

Comparative mean results

Independent
Dependent variables

Characteristics of independent
group

variables

Maximum

Mean

variables
A1

High-quality

5.00

3.6000

A2

Low-quality

4.00

2.8750

B1

Large number

5.00

3.6250

B2

Small number

5.00

3.5250

C1

Natural sequence

5.00

3.6000

C2

Concentrate in the front

4.00

2.4000

A1

High-quality

5.00

3.6000

A2

Low-quality

5.00

3.3350

B1

Large number

5.00

3.7500

B2

Small number

5.00

3.6000

C1

Natural sequence

5.00

3.6000

A1

Concentrate in the front

5.00

3.6000

Quality
Purchase
Quantity
Intention
Sequence

Quality
Product
Quantity
Perception
Sequence
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Table 9.

5.

Main test results

P

Sig.

Mean

Effect

Quality——Purchase intention

0.003

Significant

A1>A2

Positive

Quality——Product perception

0.002

Significant

A1>A2

Positive

Quantity——Purchase intention

0.000

Significant

B1>B2

Positive

Quantity——Product perception

0.334

Not Significant

B1>B2

Not Significant

Sequence ——Purchase intention

0.000

Significant

C1>C2

Positive

Sequence ——Product perception

0.000

Significant

C1>C2

Positive

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
Three major findings emerge from the research described in this paper.
First, the quality of online reviews has a positive effect on consumer purchase intention and product

perception. The result supported the conclusion of previous studies. Our research reviewed the quality of online
consumer reviews in terms of relevance, reliability, understandability, and sufficiency. High-quality online
reviews are far more persuasive than low-quality reviews. In respect of casual recommendations and opinions
without detailed information, online consumer reviews can not be accepted by potential customers because of its
anonymity[16].
Second, consumer purchase intention increases with the growth of the number of reviews. As the same
proportion of the positive and negative consumer reviews and the total quantity of online consumer reviews
increases, purchase intention of potential customers turns to be generally stronger. The results also indicate
favorable consumer reviews generate little impact upon customer’s product perception. One explanation might
be purchase intention depends on multiple factors, positive consumer reviews alone are not necessarily
sufficient[17]. This is because vendors can pay or hire people to contribute false reviews to their own advantage.
In the end, browsers will be very dubious about the product dominated by favorable comments as well. This is
particularly true of the product dominated by all casual comments without any substantial opinions.
Third, consumers show a negativity bias for products when negative consumer reviews concentrate in the
front. The results of our experiment show that consumers have unfavorable first impressions after browsing
several negative reviews in a row. First impression can profoundly affect consumer purchase intention and
product perception. The first impression is not always correct but it is easy to form and hard to change. This
conclusion supports the previous studies. Researchers believe negative feedback could produce a stronger
influence on a customer’s brand evaluations[18] and purchase intentions than positive messages could[19]. In our
experiment, negative reviews concentrated in the front can prohibit browsers from forming a trusting belief to
the product.
6.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
First, e-tailors should put emphasis on the value of online customer reviews. Online customer review has a

substantial impact on consumer purchase decision. E-WOM provides an alternative source of information to
consumers; add their bargaining power and thus weaken the vendors’ ability to influence their targeted
consumers through traditional marketing activities. Meanwhile, e-tailors can also benefit from the online
customer reviews by learning the strength and weakness of the product. Based upon customers’ feedbacks, the
vendors can optimize their stock with confidence. Therefore, the online feedback mechanism can be used as a
strategic tool for the e-tailors to gain competitive advantage.
Our study illustrates that the quality of online reviews positively affect potential customer behavior. In that
case, e-tailors have every reason to encourage buyers generating more detailed and more specific feedback,
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since casual and perfunctory comments produce far less influential impacts upon potential customers. The
incentive should be given to those who promptly share their buying and using experience. Moreover, these
incentive policies should be made well-known so that the buyers know they will be rewarded by publishing their
detailed comments on those purchased products.
The vendors should encourage consumers to rate the published online reviews. By identifying those useful
reviews, online vendors can know what reviews are welcomed by the potential buyers and they can formulate
effective feedback guideline accordingly to help customers contribute more to build this online opinion forum.
Since the sequence of unfavorable comments can profoundly affect browsers’ perceptions, published
reviews are suggested to be grouped based upon buyers’ general attitude towards their purchased products –
satisfied, neutral and unsatisfied. Meanwhile, the ratio between the positive and negative comments should be
clearly presented to potential buyers. In that case, the bias of the negative comments sequence could be avoided.
7.

CONCLUSIONS
This research examines how the sequence of negative reviews, the quantity of online feedback text and the

quality of online comments affect consumer purchase intention and product perception. The investigation
produces three findings: (1) the quality of online reviews has a positive effect on consumer purchase intention
and product perception, (2) purchase intention generally increases with the growth of the number of reviews but
the quantity of comments does not necessarily affect customer’s perceptions. (3) Consumers show a negativity
bias for products when negative consumer reviews concentrate in the front.
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